Navigating poorly charted territory: patient dilemmas in health care "nonsystems".
American health care is complex, fragmented, and arcane rather than being patient centered. Many patients have considerable difficulty navigating this system. As a result, care is less timely, safe, effective, and efficient. Since navigation problems are more likely for those who are sicker and less educated, they contribute to inequity. Early solutions proposed for this problem focused on the use of yet another specialized professional, the "navigator," to help individuals find their way through the system so they get the care they need. The author defines the patient navigation problem and its probable consequences and argues that research and action are needed to (a) document the problem empirically, (b) identify underlying organizational structures and behaviors that can make navigation easy or difficult, and (c) assess whether and how policies, regulations, and improvement strategies can influence these structures and behaviors.